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The Galaxy's Most Wanted

 


Last time I counted, I had two hundred
fifty-seven wives and four hundred thirteen children. Five hundred
forty-one nieces and nephews. A couple hundred pistol toting
fathers-in-law. And a dog.

I'm also wanted on seventeen planets in
sixteen different systems. That's not counting all the outstanding
interstellar warrants against me for child abandonment, failure to
support, and back alimony.

Yeah, I used to be something, all right. I
don't look like much, not anymore. At least not compared to the
pretty woman who brought me out tonight. Yeah, that's her. The
brunette. Curves in all the right places. She's sitting on the bar
stool to my right, flirting with the hunky bartender, he of the
bulging muscles and piercing blue eyes, full head of blond hair,
and easy smile. If I had looked like Mr. What Can I Get A Pretty
Little Thing Like You To Drink Tonight, I wouldn't be in this mess.
Guys like me, we have to try harder.

That's how the whole mess I'm in started,
trying to get women to pay attention to me. A little lie here, an
embellishment there. What's the harm? So I don't actually own a
star cruiser (I am – or was – the third assistant to the second
shift lead maintenance tech on the refuse recycling scow that ran
between Omicron and Zeta Sawh, but who's quibbling?) and I'm not
the man who ran a high quality bootlegging outfit on New Marris
Prime (although I never said no to a decent alcoholic beverage),
but a guy like me's got to have a little edge, you know? Something
to get a girl to look past the receding hairline and paunchy belly,
and the fact that I'm a little short. Okay, a lot short. But I do
come up to at least shoulder height on most humanoid women. Not all
that bad from my perspective, if you think about it.

That's my problem, you see. I just always
liked women more than they liked me.

Even the ones I shouldn't have. Like the
pretty brunette on the bar stool next to me.

The first time I saw her I'd just walked
into a dark, dingy bar at the end of a long, uneventful recycling
trip. I mean really – how much trouble can a guy get into on a ship
full of recycled garbage? Bored and more than a little bit lonely
for some female companionship, I cleaned myself up, spritzed on my
favorite deodorizing aftershave, charged up my tally card with the
money I'd earned on the trip, and went looking to get laid.

I found Brina.

Oh, Brina... Man, she lit up that dark,
dingy bar. I didn't hear the grit crunch under my boots or smell
the drunks passed out in the corner. Smoke from a dozen or so
illegal substances didn't clog my lungs or make me cough, and I
never even paid attention to the table full of loud, obnoxious
cruiser jockeys I might have otherwise tried to impress. All I
could see was Brina. Sleek legs up to here, shiny hair falling in
curls down to there, and a whole lot of there in between.
Gorgeous round face, high cheekbones, full pouty lips, and dazzling
blue eyes that sparkled like the third ring of New Marris from high
orbit.

I made a beeline for her, even though I knew
I didn't stand a chance. If you're gonna shoot, aim high, that's
what my daddy always told me. Good advice. I expected to get the
cold shoulder from the real lookers, so when they said no, I had
nowhere else to go but up, you know what I mean? If you start with
the ones who are merely passable and they shoot you down, well... a
guy's ego can only take just so much.

So I sidled up to Brina at the bar. She sat
perched on a stool, her legs crossed, one creamy thigh atop the
other, her knees dimpled and tempting beneath those ultra-sheer
tights she wore. Even today I can't remember what else she wore
that night, except that it was red. Brina always did look best in
red. I do remember that I had a hard time peeling my eyes away from
all that almost-bare skin of her legs to meet the curious glance
she gave me.

"Buy you a drink?" I asked in my best I'm
the coolest guy this side of Saturn voice.

"No, thanks." Her voice was husky deep, what
my daddy used to call a whisky rasp, and damn, but it did things to
me I hadn't had done to me in more time than I cared to
remember.

Of course, back then I didn't know she'd had
her voice enhanced. Just like a lot of other things she'd had done.
Ignorance was bliss.

Maybe I should say potential bliss. I just
had to get her to let me buy her a drink.

She'd been polite, at least. I had to give
her that. Polite I could work with. Polite usually meant nice
manners and sometimes a warm heart. Warm hearts were even better. I
could definitely work with a warm heart.

I ordered myself a drink from the
servo-tender. No real live humanoid bartender, not in that place.
All spindly, dull metal arms and wheezing, rusty gears, the
automated bartender was an outdated model. I'd probably hauled a
couple hundred of the things to the recyclers over the years, so I
didn't expect much from this one. I watched it spit my drink order
into a semi-clean glass and then hold it hostage until I inserted
my tally card into the slot in its torso. When I punched in my
approval code for the drink charge, I noticed a sub-menu of
selected services the tender offered. I tried not to grin as I
ordered up fifteen minutes of Lend an Ear.

I was in.

I took a sip of my drink and proceeded to
tell the tender a sad tale about my harridan of an ex-wife, a
money-grubbing, self-centered woman who never gave me a moment's
gratitude for taking her and her three fatherless children in
before leaving me for greener pastures. The tender listened with a
carefully empathetic expression on its flat, featureless,
display-screen face.

I got about five minutes into my story when
I noticed that Brina seemed to be paying at least a little
attention to me. I had seven minutes of my prepaid fifteen left –
I'd just about reached the part of my story where I was combing
known space looking for children I'd grown to love like my very own
– when Brina actually looked at me with something akin to sympathy.
By the time I was waxing poetic about my (non-existent) baby girl,
the light of my life who would never even remember her father
thanks to my (non-existent) ex-wife, Brina had her hand on my
arm.

I was definitely in.

Brina let me buy her a drink after that. She
let me buy her a lot of drinks while I embellished on my tale of
domestic woe, and then she let me take her home. At her front door
I stretched up and she leaned down, and we shared a kiss that made
my toes curl. Among other things.

Then she let me inside and I kissed a whole
lot of other things that made her toes curl. That turned out to be
a night to remember.

Brina was probably the prettiest woman I'd
ever taken to bed. Even the next morning, her hair still gleamed
dark chestnut against white sheets that weren't quite as crisp or
white as they'd started out the night before. Her eyes still
sparkled that incredible shade of blue, and even her lips were
still the same pouty red as I remembered from the bar. She had a
birthmark on her left shoulder right below her collarbone that
tickled her when I kissed it, and a small series of moles that
trailed down the back of her neck from her hairline to the top of
her spine.
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